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ABSTRACT 

Rapid, societal changes in traditional male-female 
'relationships partially explain current black male-female 
'communication conflict; but first-generation black professional women 
, face unique problems in maintaining effective communication in two 
'subcultures. Data from a doctoral di?isertat ion cn black piofessionftl 
^women's perceptions of their communication with^ black 'males suggested 
a strong influence of cultural conditioning on the participants* 
perceptions, goals, values, and communication strategies.- Although 
most of these women had a positive image of the black male, they also 
indicated that the black irale's eqc was the primary chuse of any^ 
communication problems. Although it was appar.ent that the black 
professional women fac^d unique communication problems in dyadic 
relationships with black males, no concrete evidence emerged from the 
study to suggest that such communication barriers wculd lead to the . 
deter'iorat ion of black male-female relations. Effective communication 
between the black male and the black professional' wcman will require 
developing new communication strateqie? and tactics by both parties. 
Extensive demographic. da+ a is considered a valuable means of 
revealing what communicaXipn problems an-d what strategies for dealing 
with comnTunication "problemf^ result from, various cultural backgroun^^, 
(RL1 " • 
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INTRODUCTION 

Alice"^ Walker points, out that in folklore, the black' 

woman has been identifiecj^ as "the mule of t'he world," j 

because she has "been handed the burdens that everyone else 

everyone else-refused \o carry." Walker further^ states : 

When we have pleaded for understanding, o\Xr 
character has been distorted; When we have 
asked for simple casing, we have be^n. handed 
empty inspirational appellations, then stuck 
in the farthest corner. When we hav§ asked 
for love, we have heen given children 



W.E.B. DuBois declared that "No other woman on 
' have emerged from the hell of force and teraptatiyi 
engulfed and still surrounds. Black women 'in Amc 
half the ipodesty and womanliness that. they re1 
black woman •s^ history in America is a, testimony 
willingness to sacrifice her body, her prid/6, 
and her tilents for the survival of the Bl,4ck family. When 
the black m|rle has been unable to f ind . adequa,te employment 
or any employment, to support his family, ity has been the 
black woman, usually working as a domes tic, y' who has kept 
bread on the table ahid a toot over the he^ of the Black 
family, while simultaiieously fulfilling h.er -role as mother 




lAlice Walker, "In Search of Our, Mother's Gardens," 
in Southern Exposure , volume fV, Number 4, p. 63 » 

^w.E.B. DuBois, ^ Darkwater; Voice From Within the Veil 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1921) , pi 1^5. 



of her own family. Such sacrifices do riot suggest that the 

t 

black woman is a " superwoman /' but rather one who places 

the l^ve for her family above all else. 

In her autobiography, Oasie Guffy concluded: 

Grandma -didn't know she was strqng. She just ^ 
knew she had to do what she had to do, so ilhe 
did it and found out it could be done. Grand- 
^ pa .didn't know he- was weak.. He just thought 
he Qouldn't do what he had to do^ so what was 
the use of trying. Besides, Grandma always 
saw' to it that, somehow, the" family survived. 
Lojts- of Black people fail back on the comforting 
thought ti\^t the Lord wiM provide. To a black, 
man,' I suspect that the Lord is^a black woman. 

Guffy' s perception suggests what historically may *be viewed 

"as the nature of the black male-female telationship in ■ 

America, due to the socioeconomic restraints on the black 

male. Therefore, it seems cruel and ironic that as more 

black women escape the confinements of domestic labor .and 

squeeze' their way into the slowly developing 'cracks in 

traditional and non-traditional female dccupations, they v 

often find that their "success" is detrimental to, rather i*. 

than instrumental in, facilitating their communicati^on with 

the black male. Black feminists, such 4s Miche^e Wallace, 

believe that Black males aitl fanales, are further apart today 

than they have ever been.. 



Objective . 

Using aspects of contemporary conflict theory as a 
tool for .analysis, the objective of this paper •ill be to 



•^Ossie Guffy, Oaaie: The Autobiography of a Black Woman , 
as told to Caryl Ledner (New York: Bintam Books), iy7l, p. 3 



J 

provide a bla6k mare perception of the current state of 
communication between the black male and the. black professional' 
woman. The position.* taken in this paper* will be supported 
by data from the author's doctoral dissertation study entitled^ 
THE DEIJIVER, COLORADO .ARUA BLACK PROFESSIONAL/BUSINESSWOMAN'S 
\erCEPTION of' her communication with the black male. 'This 
paper will be limited to a brief analysis of the participants' 
self-perception and the effect of^ the black male's ego on 
communication between the black .professional woman and the 
black male. 

IVn Overview of the Disserta tion Study 

— T— i 

The study consisted of taped interviews of approximately 
one hour in length. These interviews were centered around 
a series of open-ended questions. Fifty - Denver , Colorado 
-irea black prof easional A>usinesswomen participated in the 
stiudy. The fifty participants represented , forty different . 
occupations'; Forty-six percent of the participants were 
married, four percent wei^e separated, twenty-four percent 
were divorced, and twenty-six percent Were,singl6. The 
participants* median educational level was approximately 
19' years Sixty-two percent^ of the participants' had 
annual salaries between $10-15,000. 

Among other things', the study sought, to ascertain the 
participants' self-perception and their perception of the 
areas in which communication problems with the black male 
would most likely occur, v All of the participants perceived 



themselves" as having a very positive ^If concept* The 

•participants, identified four major potential problem areas: 

The black male^ego/ the white female, financial matters, 

and differences .of goals and values* 
« • 

Tt>e Participants* Self-Perceptions 

* All of the participants had very -positive self-concepts% 
These perceptions Were strongest in In^^tters related to their 
perception of their job performance , potential for advance- 
ment, and feqling good about themselves as a person* All of 
trie participants perceived themselves being intelligent— 
and physically, attractive. Nj.nety-four percent of the 
participqints perceived th^selves as being assertive* Six 
percent felt that they vere aggressive. Ninety-four per- ^ 
cent of the participants also preferred to be recognized as 
a womanjin a social situation rather than aS' a professional- 
person. These women stated that their fen\ininity was im- 
portant and that they enjoyed beirig "treated liRe a laidy/' 
and felt that such treatment in no way subtracted from their 



professioaal qualifications* The ^ix percent of the parti- 
cipants who wanted to be recognized as protes^ionals (these 
were not the same six percent who felt th^t they were ag- 
gressive) felt that their feminine qualities were obvious; 
they wanted everyone to know that their positive qualitiei/ 
extended beyond their physical appearance. Prof essionally , 
all of the participants perceived themselves as being 'above 



average in. their profession. Seventy-eight percent of the 
fifty Jtiad plans for achieving /goals bjfiyond their current 
professional level. The majority. of ^he participants stated 

♦ 

that they 'Were always looking for new opportunities for 
career advancement and were'qyi^ck to take advantage of sucJh 
opportunities when they were available. ' ^ ^ - . 

ik • , 

The Participants' Perception of the Black Male's Ego ' - 

" "< 

Eighty-six percent of the participants had a positive 

' " . ■ . '. 

image of the^lack male. However, almost all gf the partici- 

pants stated that the black male's ego was the number one 

item which caused communication problems in a male-f emaTS~* 

dyadic relationship. \The black male'3^>^5 was perceived as 

being: his; "pride" eind/or his perception of "the male role" 

in a male-female relationship. The participants perceived 

the ego as being both positive and negative depending on 

whether it was the motivation for a positive self-concept or 

the rationale for "running a game" or attempting to "control 

the black female. . ■ 

\ 

% i 

Almost all of the divorced women stated* that their 

* 

marriages had been affected by their ex-husband ' s ego. The 
divorcees pointed out that there was often a difference in 
'their perception and their ex-husband's perception of the 
roles in their relationship. The indications were t|iat the 
ex-husband felt that as "the man" of the house he had or 

* 

should have had privileges that the wife did not have. He 
determined what was right for both of them.* Most of the 
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divorced women claimed that their ex-husband had a difficult 
time admitting when he was wrong. 

Married women> aLso, indicated t^at their husband's 
ego wa^ a major problem in tliheir communication. Their situ- 
ations were different^ however^ sirjce most qf them haci 
developed methods of coping with the problem. One married 
woman commented: "I really don*t:.pay him^^ny attention. * I 
let him rage until he gets it off his chest and then I can 
deal with him"." Another commented: "He needs to feel like, 
he is in control to feel lik^ a man, so I let him." Although 
the majority of the married' women ha4 learned to cope with 
their husband's egos^ they also indicated that such a ^com- 
promise meant that they were placing their intelligence and - 
abilities in the background in order to keep peace in the 
hjome. One married woman who was about to complete her 
'Ph.D., said -that she had talked it /ov^r with her husband, 
who has a B.A., to find out how hd felt they should be 
addressed in public when she recei^ved her degree. His 
response was: "Mr. and Mrs. will be fine." 

The' black male's ego was a special problem for a majority 
,of the single women since most of them had, not "found anybody." 
However, the .majority of the single women were not willing to 

submit to the will of a man who was not perceived as having 

■ \ 

a good self -concept. The single women appeared to have the ^ 
most pride and^were less willing to compromise than the 
married or div<i>rced women. One single woman commented: 
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"I doQ^ plan to , put myself through a bunch of- Cljanges for 
any man." Most of the singl^e women appeared to he searohi-ng 
for the ideal black male who had a* good self-concept and 
wbuld allow them^ the same rights and privileges he ^ had. 
There was a general agreem'ent among the single and divorced 
women th^t they did not have the -slightest idea where to 
start looking for such a man. ' . v 



The ma;iority of the participants suggested that "the 
black males which they, came in x:ontact with indicated a 
need to feel , that they were in tontro^l of the relationship 
^d were 'not overshadowed by the female. This appeared to 
creSie problems in matters relating" to differences in' the 
couples' income and job status. One married woman who was 
highly skilled in a rare technical iy.eld, stated that she 
was only allowed to work, pact time so that she would not 
make more money than her husband, wh^o was' an engineer. 
Another married woman commented that the most difficult time 
during their marriage had been a two-year period in which . 
her husband had ba^n unemployed and she had supported \he 
family . Another married woman who had two 

masters degrees, plus thirty. six add it ional_ credit hoirs , 
stated that she had not pursued a Ph.D. because her husband' 
lego would not be able to tolorate^^|||^. 

The married women who had developed copingl^^ills to 
hold their laarriages together adm4tted that it was usually 
a choice between their marriage and their personal goals ^ 

\ 



'and ambitions. Their coping often inpluded "playing dumb" 

ancl not questioning actions taken by their husband when it 

was obvious that hi^ actions were inappropriate. The ma^or- 

ity of the divorcees had ^not been able to accept and/or 

master these coping skills. Several women who were divojrc'ed 

admitted they could not stand by silently and watcTi things 

happen that were not beneficial to the relat:ionship and/or 

the family without expressing their disapproval. Tliese re~ 

'sponses were often met with comments such as: "You think 

you^e so damn smartl Nobody can tell you' anything . " 

Sevei^al 'of the divorced and* single women admitted they " 

h^ started trying to avoid mentioning their occupation as 

long as possible when they meX- a black male for the first. 

time. TKis ta<stj.c was an attempt' to let the black male get • 

to know hei? as a person before stereotyping or making genera 1- 

izations about^ her based, on her occupation. Women in manage*- 

ft 

ment and engineering felt a strong bias because of their ^ 
.careers. Both single and married women. mentioned having men 

"back off" from them once their occupation wal» known. ~ One 

. / 

divorcee stated that -she was rejected by a black male who, 
after learning her occupation, stated that he was not looking 
for an j.ntellectual , challenge just a good male-female re- 
lationship. Ail'of the^ women interviewed agreed that there 
is a definit;e shortage of "desirable 'eligible black males," 



, Eighty-six petcent of the participants in the study 
.had a positive perception of the black male. All of- thft 
'participants expressed a desire to I^ave "a meaningful re- 
lationship" with a black male, kowever, these positive 
factors did not eliminate communication conflict. Frost 

and Wilmot define conflict as b€i|jgf: 

' I: 

An expressed struggle between at least two 
interdependent parties, whia^ ^rceive 'irtcom- 
patib^Le goals, sacred rewards, and inter-T 
ference frpm the pther party in achieving^ 
•their goals. They are in apposition of ^ 
opposition in conjunction with Qooperation. 

Miller and-^imori peyint out that conflict is not easily defined, 
nor is it easy to differentiate conflict from related terms 
such as "hostility," "disagreemer(t, " "incompatibility," "compe- 
tition," and "misunderstanding. "5 

'\.-' , 

While Fr'ost.and Wilmot's definition of conflict seems to 

c • ' * ■ 

describe' the .Status of current conununiC9.tion between the black 

\ ' ' . " > 

male and the black professional woman, \the term conflidt was 

\" 

seldom used by the jJarticipants in the '$tudy to describe the 
.State of their communication with the black male. Crosby 



* Joyce Hocker Frost and William W. Wilmqt, Interper3,QQal 

Con flict , (Dubuque, la.: Wm. C. Brown Co;., 1978) , p. . 9 . 
• — ' <^ . • , - ■ - 

^Gerald R. 'Miller and Herbert W. Simbhs', Perspectives on 
Communication in Social Conflict , Sponsored by Speech Communi- 
cation Association, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:. Prentice-Hall, 
Int. 1974) , p. 7. 



points out: 

» ■ « 

There is a popular societal tabop aganist con-- / , 

flict, ' particularly marital conflict. The taboo 
is not explicit; it is implicit. The word con- 
flict cc^njures up .negative^ connotations due to' ' 
our historical view that cgnfiiict isi morally 

. wrong. ^ ^ ' : 

■ ' - • \ 

• <~ . 

This perception was yerfied in "ihe Historical^ Overview of Black 

Male-Female Relations" in the 'dissertation study. ^ 

Crosby further declares: * 

A cultural tradition which, for whatever histori--, 
cally conditi^pned reasons, considers conflict 
morally wrong will encourage tlxe suppression and 
repression of conflict thus laying a 'foundation . . 
for misunderstanding resentment, anger, hostility, 
hatred, and misplaced aggression.^ ; 

These* manifestations -of black male-^female conflict form the 

-nucleus of the literature and rhetoric of the black feniinist. 

While the participants' peroeption of the difficulties of 

establishing and/of maintaining a meaningful dyadic relation^ 

ship with a black -male suggest the, degree of communication 

conflict Which exists>. between the black male and the black 

prof es'siojial woman, what may'>be of greater significance than 

the verification that the conf lict^^ists , i^ insight into 

its probable causes and* resolution* 

» 

The analysis of the data from the study suggests that 
many of the participants were not cognizant of the!* potential 



6 John F. Crosby V "Conflict Resolution: An Entree into 
the Self^." in Process in Relationship by Edward A. Powers 
and Mary W. Lees> • (St. Pajilr West Pub. Co., 1974), p. 128. 
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impagt of ^ the ^structure of the conflicJFt on its outcome i^or ' 
had they- developed the s4:rategies and tactics needed for % 
ife^olving -tl^eir cbnfJLicts with t,he black male. Divorced 
and sihgle w6men indicated ,that' they werp unaware of or 
janderstimated their potential to structure -and . influence 
their conmiu^aication conflict with the black *male. The 
married women,* who ^ac^it ted developing "coping . skills", 
were more cognizant of theil*- ability to influence conflict 
structure/ however , the majority of the married women appeared 
to be^'iSonservative in the exercise orf thfeir potential power^. 



Ttie single and divorced women * s perpe^ftion of-v^ei.ng limited ^ 
in determining the structure of their communication conflict 



.may have been* partially due to the belief that they had few . 
choices which would not intensify the conflict and possibly 
contribute to the' termination of the relatiqnshif). Frosts and 
Wilmot claim that '••the selection of your chofces leads to un- 
certain outcomes. Yoirmake moves "without full awareness of 

the strucrture of the cor^lict."^ The perceived shortage of 

» 

••eligible, desirab"?^ black males'* inay. have been a further 
deterrent to the participants asserting themselves and feeling 
that they had several choices in determining and/or influencing 
the structure of their communication conflict. Although the 
married women had mates, several married women expressed concern 



^Frost and Wilmot, p.V3. 



about being too assertive, in conflict -and possibly "driving" 
their husbands^-to other women. 

* The • possibility of severe penalties for 'making unacceptable 
choices in attempting to strtfct?R:e their communication conflict 
wi'th biack maiea* appears to have b6en a major concern for the. 
majority of the* participants. Such restrictions suggest that 
the i)lack professional women in^ all thxcee marital categories 
may tend to choose a "Id!^ hassle'* strategy to avoid the possi- 
bility of making the 'Vrong choice"^ in structuring their con- 
flict with the black male, thereby injuring his ego and affect- 

9 

ing their ability to communicate and/or destroy their relation- 
ship, 

♦ 

In addition to not having developed effective strategies 
and tactics for resolving their conflict wi^h the^black male, 
the participants also indicated qo^nflicts in goals and values. 
The majority of black males were-^ perceived as being preoccupied, 
with carSr fashionable clothingr their male image, and related^ 
items which might, affect their social image. Single women 
perceived most black males as simply being interested in "having 
a g'ood time." Divorced womeh perceived black m^les as lacking 
drive and ambition. These preconceived differen<^es in goals 
and values have the potential of not only determining the typ^ 
of communication con,f lie t that will occur between the black 

male and female, but aLso the structuring of the conflict. 

■ ' .. . . ' \ 



Th.e majority,"of the participants were unable to clearly 

articulate their goals and values in anything other than ■ 
* ■ . • 

general descriptions. According to Frost, and Wilmot, "even 
when peopl% say what, they want, they neglect the 'how do we 
get there.' part of. the statement." suggesting «th at the ful- 
fillment of one's goals i^equires not only, clearly definied- 
goals, but also a ^definite plan of action. 

Structuring the conflict, having clear goals and values, 
developing strategies and tactics, and effective use of power 
are all means to the same end, conflict resolution. Problem 
solving is normally dependent upon acquiring a -clear under- 
standing of the conditions which created the problem, a desire 
to resolve the conflict, and acceptable strategies and tactics 
by which the conflict can be resolved'. 

Miller and Simons argue that "some Apparent conflicts 
turn out to be pseudo-conflicts," claiming that "with a bit 
of, dialogue, it is discovered that there is no real incompati- 
bility or interest. "^° While the data from this study is not 
sufficient to as'(?ertain the percentage of the participants' 
conflicts which may be classified as pseudo-conflicts, some 
of the perceived conflicts may be more appropriately classi- 
fied under the pseudo-conflict heading. 

This study suggests the strong influence >of cultural 



^Frost and Wilmot, pp. 86-87. 
i^Miller and Simons, p. 178. 
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conditioning of the participants '« perceptions , goals, values/ 
and communication strategies,' It was clear that the black 
professional woman still perceives the black male as being 
tiie "head" of the family and expresses no desire to tak^ . 
over this function. The study further implies that extensive 



demographic ^ata provides a valuable means of revealing sub- 
cultural dif ferences^Sjchich may be critical to the selection 
of communication strategies and predicting the- types of com- 
munication problems of black professional women froip various sub- 
cultural backgrc^unds. 

There are also indications that first generation black 
professional women face unique problems in maintaining effec- 
tive commu^ii cation in two subcultures while developing new 
communication strategies to communicate effectively with 
males in their ne^jr professional environment and those in'^their 
former environment. Such individual problems underscore . th^ 
importance of avoiding broad generalizations about black 
professional women and perceiving them as individuals who 
are members of a^ racial/cultural group rather than as an in- 
distinguishable part of their racial/cultural/ocqupatiOnal 
group . 

While it is apparent that the black professional woman 
faces unique communication problems in her dyadic relation- 
ship with the blfl^ck male, this study produced no concrete 
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evidence that "such communication barriers will lead to the 
deteriqration of bl^ck ma le-femal^* relations. However,, 
it is clear that effective communication between the black 
■male and the blacTc professiona:^ woman will tequire the de7 
velopment of new conmiunication strategies an<jl tactics - ' 
both parties. It< is also clear that the implementation of . ' 
new' communication strategies necessitates a re-ex«ami'nation 
of the black male and female role's in a dyadic relationship. 
Jean Noble believes that the American family is under- 

r 

going revoluti3nary chartge. She -cominents : 

The tem 'head of the family' is -passe* as a Model-T 
^ Ford. In the past this term meant that al^ final ^ 

decisions were made by the man. Jtt.ofteri meant that 
the man's needs were plac^ ahead of those of his 
wife. Today many couples reject tfhis family model , 
tholKrh sone.istill think black man 1 need to be authoritarian.il 

ft is this emerging dual perception, the modern versus the 

traditional, which is being challenge^ by societal changes 

and the increasing number of black professional women. 

While the long range effect of a given change may be 

positive, its initial influence ma^ be| nregative. Seals 

points out: 



Whenever individuals encounter 
possiJbility arises that the sgllution which they 
apply to the prcfalem will be in proper, that it will 
offend and annoy others instead 
♦ approval.!^ 



new situations, the 
,tion which they 
roper, that it wd 
of- drawing their 



lljeannB Noble, Beautiful, Also, •the Souls of My Black Sist^s ; 



A History of the Black Wbman in America (Englewxd Cliffs, N.J.; 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1978), pp. 336. 

l^Alan R. Beals, Culture 'in Progress York; Holt, Rhinehart 
and Winatgn, 1967) , pp. 117. " 
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Seals' analysis suggests' an explanafcion for the current black maler- 

M 

feriale ccramunication conflict resulting fron rapid societal changes in 
the traditional male- female relationsHip. ^ Understanding and develo{>- 
ing effective coninunication strategies to cope with these changes will 
strengthen and preserve effective ooranunication between the. black 
professional voran and the blaek male. 



